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Donatus, On the Letter 


A letter is the smallest part of articulated speech. Some letters are vowels, others consonants. Of the 
consonants, some are semivowels, others mutae. Vowels are those which extend by themselves and 
can constitute a syllable by themselves. And they are five in number: a eio u. 


Of these, two — i and u — go over into the force of consonants when they are either doubled 
themselves or joined with other vowels, e.g., iuno, uates.' The same are also called ambiguous 
(mediae), because in certain words they do not have a distinct sound, e.g., i in wir or u in optumus.? 


In addition to this form, the letter u is sometimes taken as neither vowel or consonant, namely when 
it is placed between the consonantal letter g and another vowel, e.g., quoniam or quidem. The 
digammon’ is also commonly assigned to it, when it is placed before itself, e.g., seruus or uulgus. 
But many deny that the letter i can be doubled in one syllable.* 


The Latin vowels can all be lengthened or shortened.” And some believe that only they can be 
aspirated. 


Semivowels are those which can extend by themselves, but do not constitute a syllable by 
themselves. And they are seven in number: f/ mnrs x. Of these, one is double — x — and four 
liquids —/ m nr, out of which / and r produce an ambiguous (communis) syllable’ —, and the letter s 
has its own particular force, since it often gives up the force of a consonant in meter.* Out of all 
them, the letter f can be placed before the liquids / and 7, in the same manner as any muta, and 
produces an ambiguous syllable. 


Mutae are those which can neither extend by themselves nor constitute a syllable by themselves. 
Now, they are nine in number: bcd ghk pq t. Out of these, & and q appear superfluous to some; 
they do not understand that, whenever a follows, the letter £ must be placed first instead of c; and 
when u follows, one must write it as qg, not c. H is thought to be sometimes a consonant, sometimes 
a mark (nota).” 


Y and z remain; we adopt these letters for the sake of Greek words. And one is a vowel, the other a 
double consonant. Hence it comes that some think that there are no more than seventeen Latin 
letters, namely if, out of the twenty-three, one is a mark of aspiration (A), one is double (x), two are 
superfluous (A qg), and two Greek (y z). 


Every letter has three properties (accidunt): name, figure and force (potestas). For we ask what the 
letter is called, what shaped it has, what its force is. 





/ju:no:/, /wa:te:s/. 

Something like /wyr/, /optymus/. 

The sound /w/. 

Le., there can be no ii = /ji/. 

Meaning that all five vowel letters can signify a long or a short vowel, unlike in Greek. 

One can pronounce /s/ by itself and indefinitely, but it cannot be an independent syllable in Latin. 

I.e., consonant clusters like c/ or pr can count as long or short, making the previous syllable potentially metrically 
ambiguous. In Greek, this rule holds for all four liquids. 

Word-final s can sometimes be disregarded in metrical scansion. 

9 When placed between vowels, it is regarded as a consonant, when it aspirates a consonant (e.g., ch), a mark of 
aspiration; word-initial / can be seen either way. 
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